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Abstract 
This thesis focuses on the past, present and future of hawker centres in Singapore. Hawker centres are 
essentially communal dining spaces that allow Singaporeans from different ethnic backgrounds to enjoy 
a wide range of hawker foods for an affordable price. Singapore’s hawker culture has been able to exist 
alongside Singapore’s rapid urban development, beginning with street food sold by itinerant hawkers 
and transformed into hawker centres. Over the years these hawker centres have become more than just 
dining spaces and have become an indispensable part of Singapore. Changes in Singapore’s near future 
have triggered questions about the continuity of the hawker trade and the preservation of traditional 
dishes. Taking matters in their own hands, Singapore has nominated hawker culture for UNESCO’s 
Representative List of Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity as they believe this is an intrinsic part 
of Singaporean identity and should be preserved and passed down to future generations. The aim of this 
thesis is to study the meaning of hawker culture in contemporary Singapore by discussing three periods 
of time, while discussing food as intangible heritage and its contribution to identity and belongingness. 
 
  
4 
 
1. Introduction 
In between Malaysia and Indonesia lies the small 
but prosperous country, city and island of 
Singapore. Singapore is known for its 
multicultural population which consists mainly of 
people from Chinese, Malay, Indian as well as 
Eurasian descent. All these people from different 
ethnic backgrounds have their own unique 
cultural expressions and ways of life. One of these 
cultural expressions is their food culture. Over the 
years these different food cultures have meshed 
together forming an unique Singaporean food 
culture. Singapore is in particular well known for 
its street food centres or hawker centres, which 
bring together all these different cuisines to one 
central location. Hawker centres are one of the 
main attractions for tourism, because of their wide 
variety of food and low costs. But more 
importantly local Singaporeans frequent these 
food centres day in day out, making it an intrinsic 
part of their everyday life (Henderson et al. 2011: 
849) and part of their identity as Singaporeans.  
However, the way Singaporeans know and love their hawker culture has been altered primarily 
due to the rapidly changing urban environment. The current generation of hawkers are retiring and new 
modern franchises like food courts pose a threat for the existence of hawker centres. Certain measures 
to ensure the continuity of hawker centres have already been taken. One of these measures is the 
nomination of hawker culture for UNESCO’s Representative List of Intangible Cultural Heritage of 
Humanity. The case studies that will be discussed in this thesis will focus on illustrating hawker culture 
as it existed in the past, in contemporary Singapore as well as on how it will exist in the future. Emphasis 
will be also placed on the nomination for hawker culture to be enlisted on UNESCO’s list in 2020 as 
well as on what Singapore hopes to gain from such a nomination.  
Three main concepts will be important during this research namely intangible heritage, food and 
identity (and belonging). Heritage can be seen as something with historic and, or, cultural value that is 
deemed worthy of preservation. Intangible heritage primarily involves social practices instead of 
artefacts. While (intangible) heritage is often mentioned alongside UNESCO, it is important to look 
critically at UNESCO’s policies that decide what can be seen as heritage. The second concept food is 
 
Image 1. Maxwell Food Centre. 
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deemed important because of its social function. Food preparation can be viewed as intangible heritage 
because the craft of preparing certain foods is a living practice that can be passed down from one 
generation to another. Food can also be part of one’s identity and can signify notions of belonging to a 
certain group. This thesis will be looking at the meaning of hawker foods for Singaporean identity as 
well. 
The data collected for this research has been done through literature review as well as through 
fieldwork conducted in Singapore from April till June 2019. For this thesis I have formulated the 
following research question:  
 
What is the meaning of hawker centres in contemporary Singapore? 
 
The following sub-questions have been formulated to support the research question: 
 
o How can food be seen as a form of intangible heritage? 
o What will the future of hawker centres in Singapore look like, with an inscription onto 
UNESCO’s Representative List of Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity? 
 
I argue that that this research is of social and academic relevance. It is socially relevant because it 
discusses topics that are currently relevant. It is relevant for Singaporeans as it discusses a practice which 
is part of their everyday life and which is currently undergoing change. It is relevant for hawkers in 
particular as it about the future of their trade and their dishes. It is relevant for Singapore as a country, 
as a possible UNESCO nomination will impact Singapore in certain ways either positively or negatively.  
This research is academically relevant because it evaluates important changes that are currently 
taking place in the hawker centres, which can be considered to be a reflection of what is currently 
occurring in Singaporean society. If hawker culture become UNESCO intangible heritage this will also 
become interesting for researchers to study possible changes in hawker culture.  
 I argue that this research will contribute to the academic debate as well as introduce a new 
perspective by looking at the intersection of heritage, food and identity. This research is especially new 
and original as it will do so by using anthropological fieldwork. The methodology and methods will be 
further explained in Chapter 2. 
 As I mentioned before the case studies discussed in this research focus on the past, present and 
future of hawker centres. Before we can discuss the present setting and the future of hawker centres, the 
following sub-chapter will discuss how hawker centres came into existence and how they have 
developed over the years. Chapter 2 will discuss the methodology and methods used for this research. 
After this the most important concepts will be discussed in a conceptual review in Chapter 3. Chapter 4 
and Chapter 5 will focus on the current setting of hawker centres and the future of hawker centres. 
Finally in Chapter 6 the main results will be discussed.  
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1.1 The History of Hawker Culture in Singapore: from Street Hawking to Hawker Centres 
Street vendors or hawkers are not only unique to Singapore but can be found throughout the world. 
Besides being popular in Southeast Asia, in for example Thailand (Maneepong & Walsh 2013) and 
Indonesia (Brata 2010), street vendors can also be found in Africa such as in Ghana (Asiedu & Agyei-
Mensah 2008) and South America such as in Peru (Steel 2012). The term ‘hawker’ can be defined as 
someone who travels and sells goods. While travelling and selling, the hawker does not have a fixed 
location and can be described as nomadic. In this sense the term ‘hawker centre’ has an almost ironic 
feel to it, as it suggests an attempt at locating these traveling hawkers (Chan & Lee 2014: 91).  
For Singapore hawker food was traditionally street food. During the post-war years in the 1950’s 
and 1960’s street hawking was common as it contributed to the productivity of the unemployed. Street 
hawking also encouraged entrepreneurship because of its ease of entry and low start up and operating 
costs. Therefore it allowed the unemployed at the time to support themselves since it also required little 
skills or educational background (Kong 2007: 25).  
Singapore’s transition from a British East India Company trading post to an independent 
economy meant a massive economic growth, which was facilitated by Singapore’s free port and access 
to networks of people and goods as well as government policy (Goh 2016: 13). During this time large 
numbers of Chinese laborers arrived in Singapore as well as the Malay states (Duruz & Cheng Khoo 
2015: 99). Housing and domestic facilities were limited and cooking at home was not always that 
convenient. This caused a high demand for low cost meals to feed both the workers and the locals. 
Itinerant hawkers were able to meet this demand by selling simple meals on the streets. While some 
hawkers would carry their goods in baskets attached to sticks, hung from their shoulders, other hawkers 
used mobile carts with cooking equipment to move from place to place or form clusters in streets (Duruz 
& Cheng Khoo 2015: 99). It was also common for hawkers to position their carts near other food stalls 
or kopitiams (coffee shops) (Duruz & Cheng Khoo 2015: 100). By providing affordable food for workers 
and families, itinerant hawkers and street food played an important role in building the economy of 
Singapore (Tarulevicz 2018). 
To the locals street food was available according to certain schedules and routes of the nomadic 
hawker. Due to their movement patterns these hawkers frequently structured the routines of their 
consumers’ social lives. Chua (2015) describes the availability of food in the kampong (village) Bukit 
How Swee. During the 1950’s foods like noodles and peanut porridge were regular breakfast foods, 
which were sold in small quantities and never cost more than thirty cents. At breakfast time the hawkers 
selling these foods would gather at one of the major intersections in the kampong. For lunch, residents 
could buy yong tau foo (tofu or fish-paste items served with vegetables) (Chua 2015: 25). Between lunch 
and dinner residents could have kok-kok mee, a noodle dish that was named like this because the hawker 
assistant would beat a wooden stick against a piece of bamboo creating a rhythmic sequence to announce 
its arrival and solicit business. Later a hawker selling duck porridge would arrive and set down his stall 
until he was sold out as well as a hawker selling laksa (a spicy noodle soup (Tay 2019: 236)). Few 
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hawkers would be around during dinner time, but right before the kampong went to sleep, a hawker 
selling birds nest soup would come by balancing his ingredients from a wooden pole (Chua 2015: 27). 
While street hawking provided the locals with easy and affordable food, eventually this street 
hawking came to an end. Officials saw street hawkers as a public nuisance, because their activities 
conflicted with the goals of development. This small-scale trading was seen as old fashioned which did 
not correspond with Singapore’s goal to become a modern city-state (Kong 2007: 25). At the same time 
street hawkers were also seen as a threat to the public health due to seemingly unhygienic conditions. 
They were blamed for cholera and typhoid outbreaks and were also held responsible for the large number 
of garbage dumps and increase of flies and mosquitoes. Due to a lack of proper water supply there was 
not any clean water for the preparation of the food as well as the washing of utensils. In particular the 
hawkers that sold cold drinks, fruit and ice cream used water and ice that was contaminated, which 
further spread disease. Also food waste was blindly disposed of onto the streets and into the watercourses 
(Tan 2014: 43).  
Besides public health, street hawking decreased the functionality and efficiency of the city by 
blocking up streets and therefore obstructing traffic and pedestrian flow. Officials presented simple 
solutions to all these problems by suggesting hawkers should take factory jobs. It was thought that the 
working conditions were much better in the factories compared to the streets and simultaneously this 
would alleviate the manpower shortage (Kong 2007: 26). Ongoing arguments between hawkers and the 
government finally led to the establishment of the Hawker Inquiry Commission in 1950. The 
commission looked at different point of views such as the views of the Municipal Health Officer as well 
as the hawkers and looked at different options regarding the problem of street hawkers (Kong 2007: 27). 
After meeting with the Municipal Health Officer, the commission recommended that all hawkers should 
be compulsorily vaccinated against typhoid. Furthermore, to be able to hold a license hawkers were 
required to submit to a medical inspection by health inspectors.  
In the end the Hawker Inquiry Commission played an important role in making hawking more 
hygienic (Tarulevicz 2018: 294). However, eradicating all street hawking was not a feasible option as it 
was very much seen as a fundamental part of Singaporean life. Besides that, hawking had a very 
important economic role in Singapore by supplying affordable food to the general Singaporean 
population. After Singapore gained independence in 1965, one of the first things the government decided 
on was a long-term approach to solving the street hawking problem (Tan 2014: 44). Together with the 
Hawker Inquiry Commission their solution was taking the hawkers out of the streets and bringing them 
inside and thus taking the ‘street’ out of street food (Chua 2015: 36). A centralized place with a market-
like construction was provided that was sanitary and where their business could be controlled easily. 
Sometimes facilities like fixed tables and chairs were provided (Chan & Lee 2014: 91), but most of the 
hawker centres did have minimal comfort. 
To encourage hawkers to move into the markets, the rent of the stalls was set at an amount that 
was close to the amount previously charged on the street. Most of the street hawkers had been situated 
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in the central city area, but it was impossible to resituate every single one of them in the new hawker 
centres in town. This problem was overcome by making HDB’s (Housing and Development Board: 
public housing) build hawker centres as part of their infrastructure. The street hawkers were moved into 
these flats as residents and this way local residents had cooked food available right at their doorsteps 
(Kong 2007: 31). Between 1971 and 1985 all street hawkers were resituated into these newly built 
hawker centres. The resettlement work was completed by 1986. By this time around 135 centres had 
been built (Tan 2014: 44).  
Although the hawkers had been forced out of the streets in Singapore, their hygienic standards 
still did not change. Many hawker centres were dirty, unwashed dishes piled up in front of the stalls and 
rodents feasted on leftover food. In order to encourage hygienic hawker fare, the government offered 
public health education to the relocated hawkers. A two-prong approach was adopted by the 
government: regulate and educate. Inspection became more regular and hawkers were educated in 
hygiene. As of 1990 food handlers need a Food Hygiene Certificate before being registered (Kong 2007: 
43). Since 1997, a four-letter grading system indicates the level of hygiene of the hawker stalls ranging 
from A: for excellent hygiene standards to D: below average cleanliness (Kong 2007: 43).  
The ongoing battle to improve hygiene and food standards resulted in the launch of the Hawker 
Centres Upgrading Programme in February 2001. This program focuses on renewing floors, wiring, 
sewer pipes, ventilation, toilets, exhaust systems and, if necessary, a complete rebuilding (Kong 2007: 
46-47). The public has shared its views on the hawker centre renovations through several different 
platforms. Many would like hawker centres to keep their original characters, as they are familiar 
landmarks in the Singapore landscape. The first hawker centre to be completely renovated under this 
program was Adam Road Food Centre, which opened its doors in 2001. The new building has the same 
nine-sided structure as the in 1974 build original centre, as requested by the public (Kong 2007, 49). 
Nowadays 106 hawker centres have already been upgraded under the Hawker Centres Upgrading 
Programme (NEA 2019a). 
 In the following few chapters more emphasis will be placed on the current setting of Singapore’s 
hawker centre and how it is an important part in the everyday life of Singaporeans. After this we will 
move on to the future of hawker centres, the changes hawker centres will undergo and the UNESCO 
nomination. Will it change the dynamic of hawker centres? What do hawkers and visitors think of the 
nomination and what do they think will happen to hawker centres in the near future? 
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2. Methodology and methods 
In this chapter I will discuss the methodology and explain which methods I used to collect my data. For 
this research I travelled to Singapore to experience the food, people and setting of hawker centres. This 
research is based on fieldwork which I conducted from April till June 2019.  
2.1. Methodology 
The methodology used for this thesis research can be categorized as ethnography, which can be defined 
as “a description of a people”. Ethnography is a way of studying people in organized groups such as 
communities or societies (Agrosino 2007: 2). For this research I have studied Singaporeans or more 
specifically Singaporean hawkers and Singaporeans that visit hawker centres. The research can be 
described as ethnography as it includes the studying of human behaviour in hawker centers. The 
particular approach I used is called interpretive social science (Neuman 2009: 103) or ethnomethodology 
which focuses on explaining how a groups’ sense of reality is constructed, maintained and changed 
(Agrosino 2007: 9) and how people interact and get along which each other. It is based on two 
propositions. The first proposition is that human interaction is reflexive, meaning that people interpret 
cues (such as words, gestures and body language) to uphold a common vision of reality. The second 
proposition is that information is indexed, which means that information has meaning within a particular 
context. In order to understand this information it is important to know the biographies of the interacting 
parties (Agrosino 2007: 9). With interpretive research the goals are to develop an understanding of the 
social life of the people you study and to discover how people construct meaning in their natural setting. 
With this research the goal was to gain an understanding of the meaning of hawker centres in the 
everyday life of Singaporeans.   
Besides ethnography, this thesis provides an overview of the literature which supports the 
findings of my fieldwork. The literature used in this research comes from several disciplines such as 
Anthropology, Sociology, Psychology, History and Critical Heritage studies. The literature has been 
discussed in a conceptual review. This means that the existing theories have been established and the 
relationships between them have been investigated (Labaree 2009). I chose this type of literature review 
as it allowed me to explore the connection between the different concepts. 
2.2 Methods and Entering the Field 
I used two main methods to collect my data, namely (participant) observation and interviews. These 
observations and interviews were mainly conducted at Adam Road Food Centre, Maxwell Food Centre 
and Newton Food Centre. In the first few weeks I observed the people at hawker centres as well as the 
setting of hawker centres itself. During these observations I was an onsite non-participant (Roller 2017) 
as I was present at the research site but was not engaging with the people I was observing. These first 
few observations allowed me to adjust to the research setting. Besides being a researcher, I was a 
customer as well and ordered food and drinks at the hawker centres I visited. These first observations 
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helped me in improving my basic understanding of the hawker environment and hawker etiquette and it 
was also helpful in developing interview questions for my research. 
After the first weeks I started to conduct interviews, based on a list of questions I had made 
beforehand. These initial questions focused on the history of the hawker businesses, the interaction of 
hawkers with customers and the future of hawker centres. During my first attempts to interview, I 
approached hawkers at their stall and asked if they were willing to do an interview about hawker centres. 
Most hawker were apprehensive and did not want to participate. They told me that they were either too 
busy or did not think their English was sufficient enough. Some also ushered me into the direction of 
their neighbours. In the end two hawkers responded positively and participated in a short interview, 
which I recorded with their consent. However it was clear that I needed to change my approach. For the 
next interviews I ordered a dish at the hawker stall and after I was finished I returned to the same stall 
and asked some questions. This provided me with a more positive response from the hawkers. The 
hawkers recognized me from before and were more willing to help. Despite this new approach I still 
was not making any progress. With the help from my supervisor I came to realize that informal 
approaches were a more successful way of interacting with the hawkers and visitors.  
In the last month I mainly used participant observation to conduct data. Participant observation 
is a way of research that places the researcher on the inside of the community that they are studying 
(Agrosino 2007: 16). This type of observation allowed me to engage more with my participants as I was 
acting in a way that was expected of a participant. I ordered dishes at different stalls and tried to have 
informal conversations with the hawkers and visitors. While the data I collected was less detailed then 
I had expected it did allow me to collect more data compared to my initial formal approach. Besides 
interacting with the hawkers and visitors I also contacted members from the National Environment 
Agency (NEA) and was able to talk to them in person. I also had email contact with an employee at the 
National Heritage Board (NHB) who provided me with information on the nomination process as well 
as useful literature. I also participated in a group activity arranged by the NEA which was part of the 
‘Vibrant Hawker Centres Programme’. A small group of people participated in making clay sculptures 
at one of the hawker centres. This allowed me to interact with some of the participants and ask them 
questions.  
When doing research it always important to think about ethics of your research. Before going 
into field I made a short consent form in which I introduced myself and my research. The use of the 
consent form proved to be to formal in my first interview approaches. With my informal approach I 
verbally asked my informants for their consent. I asked them if I could record our conversations and use 
them for my research. I also always first asked for their consent whenever I took a picture of them. To 
guarantee my informant’ privacy, their real names have been replaced with a pseudonym. An overview 
of my key informants is included in Appendix 1. These are ten informants that I have extensively spoken 
with for a longer period of time in a more formal interview setting. 
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2.3 Challenges 
The fieldwork posed some challenges for me as a researcher as mentioned before, my initial approach 
to talk to informants was not successful and I had to adjust my approach along the way. Using a more 
informal approach proved to be a better way of gaining access to the field as it made the boundaries 
between researcher and informant less obvious. With the new approach I was perceived more as a 
customer then as a researcher. Still with this new approach I still was perceived as an outsider, because 
of the way I looked and the way I talked. This bring me to my second challenge which had to do with 
language. Although English is an official language in Singapore, many older hawkers speak Chinese 
and hardy speak any English. Because of the language barrier with the older hawker I ended up talking 
more with younger generation of hawkers. Unfortunately this resulted in skewing the data more toward 
those who could speak English.  
In order to gain a better understanding of the experience of a local I decided to accompany my 
older aunt to hawker centre several times. She is a local and speaks Bahasa Indonesia. She was able to 
communicate with the Malay hawkers and establish the first contact with them, which allowed me to 
introduce myself and my research. It was clear that the hawkers perceived her as a local and an insider 
by the way they spoke and behaved around her. For example they addressed her as auntie, which is a 
respectful term used to address an older Singaporean woman. 
 Another challenge had to do with the focus of my thesis. At first, I wanted to focus on notions 
of belonging and how hawker centres contributed to a sense of belonging for Singaporeans. However 
the data that I collected did not provide enough detailed information. Therefore I decided to change to 
focus of my thesis and centre it around the future of hawker centres in light of the current nomination 
for UNESCO intangible heritage as well as the meaning of hawker centres for contemporary Singapore. 
All in all I believe I have collected sufficient data as an outsider to contribute to the social and academic 
debate surrounding hawker centres and hawker culture. 
2.4 Analysing Data 
The data I collected were either recordings of interviews, notes made during interviews and notes made 
during (participant) observations. The recorded data was transcribed and the notes were expanded 
further. After this, I analysed my data by adding codes to certain quotes or information. Codes could be 
anything like: ‘food’, ‘identity’, ‘future of hawker centres’ or ‘UNESCO’. After coding everything I had 
more of an idea in which chapter the information belonged. These different pieces of information I 
collected in the field were combined with literature as well as other sources, such as a documentary. In 
the end, these different sources of information formed my case studies.  
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3. Conceptual Framework 
In this chapter I will discuss the concepts that have shaped my thesis. The definitions of these concepts 
will be discussed as well as their relevance for this thesis. The first concept is intangible heritage, which 
is very timely as hawker culture may be recognized by UNESCO as intangible heritage. The second 
concept is food. Food, food preparation and food culture play an important role in the whole discussion 
concerning the importance of hawker centres in Singapore. I chose this concept because a part of hawker 
culture is the food itself as well as the preparation of food. What is the meaning of food and how can it 
be perceived as intangible heritage? A concept that connects to food is identity as food can be a way of 
expressing one’s identity and can signify notions of belonging and non-belonging. For this research it is 
interesting to discuss if 1) food can be seen as intangible heritage and 2) if hawker centres contribute to 
Singaporean identity and a sense of belonging through food. 
3.1 Intangible Heritage 
Generally heritage and the construction of official heritage lists is determined by the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). Founded at the end of World War II, 
UNESCO was initially created to complement the peacekeeping efforts by the Marshall Plan and the 
United Nations (Brulotte & Di Giovine 2010: 11). The World Heritage Convention was ratified as a 
means to protect sites with “outstanding universal value” through an inscription on the World Heritage 
List. After some time UNESCO began to receive critique as the list mainly inscribed buildings and 
places in Western countries. In 1994 they developed the ‘Global Strategy for a Representative, Balanced 
and Credible World Heritage List’ to show a more diverse interpretation of what could be valued as 
heritage (Brulotte & Di Giovine 2010: 11). Examples of places that are now considered as heritage by 
UNESCO are the Great Barrier Reef in Australia, the Great Wall in China, the Taj Mahal in India and 
the Botanic Gardens in Singapore (UNESCO 2019a). However UNESCO still deals with critique to this 
day. Critique is centred around UNESCO’s definition of culture which is supposed to be all-inclusive, 
but their idea of “the right kind of culture” is one based on conceptions of what is just and best of 
humankind and is founded on normative western values of heritage (Nielsen 2011: 279). 
So how can heritage be defined? According to the Lexico dictionary, heritage can be defined as 
“a property that is or may be inherited; an inheritance”. This often times refers to objects such as historic 
buildings and cultural traditions (“Heritage” 2019). Furthermore heritage often includes objects or 
practices that are of historic or cultural value and thus worthy of preservation and conservation (Harrison 
2009: 9).  
Heritage is also about the mediations of individuals in a social group where social ties are 
strengthened within society. It can be seen as something that is spread out over time and space, linking 
past with the present. In such heritage is nostalgic as it is about looking at which elements of the past 
are worth preserving and worth transmitting to future generations (Brulotte & Di Giovine 2014: 17). In 
this sense, heritage can be understood as something that can be passed on from one generation to the 
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next. It is something that can be conserved and inherited and as something that should hold a historic or 
cultural value (Harrison 2009: 9). Definitions of heritage are still very much Western centred, thus it is 
important to question who decides what heritage is and what is worth preserving and conserving. For 
the purpose of this research I will be defining heritage as something with historic and cultural value 
which is worth preserving and passing down to future generations. 
The examples listed above all have in common that they are physical tangible places or 
properties. Besides these physical and tangible forms of heritage there are also ‘practices of heritage’ 
that include traditions or living expressions that can be transmitted from generation to generation. It is 
a form of heritage that is not embedded in material relics as traces of the past but is living and takes 
shape through the embodiment of skills and performances (Alivatzou 2013: 9). These practices can be 
considered as intangible heritage, or as intangible cultural heritage by UNESCO. 
 Logan (2007) defines intangible heritage as “heritage that is embodied in people rather than in 
inanimate objects” (Logan in Fairchild Ruggles & Silverman 2009: 1). The term intangible cultural 
heritage was introduced in 2003 during UNESCO’s general conference. After UNESCO had reviewed 
broadening its interpretation of what could be valued as heritage, there was still critique from developing 
nations whose cultures were more focused on immaterial practices. UNESCO responded by taking 
progressive steps towards defining and safeguarding intangible cultural heritage. A convention had to 
be developed that would be similar to that of the World Heritage convention. The next issue was the 
desire of a list. Some felt a list was necessary to raise awareness for the intangible practices, while 
members of smaller nations felt a list should be abandoned as it was elitist (Brulotte & Di Giovine 2010: 
12). In the end two lists were created namely the ‘Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage 
of Humanity’ and the ‘List of Intangible Cultural Heritage in Need of Urgent Safeguarding’. While still 
selective, the focus is now more on people and their knowledge and skills instead of artefacts such as 
tales and songs (Brulotte & Di Giovine 2010: 13). For this thesis I will be focusing of the ‘Representative 
List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity’ as this is the list Singapore proposed in order to 
submit hawker culture as a form of intangible heritage. UNESCO has divided intangible cultural heritage 
into the following categories (UNESCO 2019b): 
 
o Oral traditions and expressions including language 
o Performing arts 
o Social practices, rituals and festive events  
o Knowledge and practices concerning nature  
o Knowledge and skills to produce traditional crafts 
 
These different categories show the diversity of intangible heritage and demonstrate the many 
difficulties in developing a working definition of intangible heritage. Intangible practices of heritage are 
as important as tangible heritage in helping us understand who we are. The intangible practices show us 
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in which ways we go about conserving things. What do we conserve and what do we discard? Which 
memories do we keep and which ones do we forget? These intangible practices can be understood as 
customs and habits. They inform us how we are as an collective and in doing so help create our collective 
social memory. We use these objects and practices to shape our ideas of our past, present and future 
(Harrison 2009: 9). 
According to UNESCO, intangible heritage is important for maintaining cultural diversity in the 
current wave of growing globalization. Understanding intangible heritage from the perspective of 
different communities promotes intercultural dialogue and respect for other ways of life. The knowledge 
and skills that are transmitted from generation to generation are considered the most important aspect 
of intangible heritage. Generally, intangible heritage has included traditional practices, but it also 
represents contemporary and urban practices. This makes it a fluid and very dynamic form of heritage.  
Furthermore UNESCO sees intangible heritage as inclusive, it does not ask questions whether 
or not a certain practice is specific to a certain culture. Rather it contributes to social cohesion and creates 
a sense of identity and responsibility which can make individuals feel part of one or more different 
communities as well as feel part of society as a whole. Moreover, intangible heritage is representative. 
It is not only valued as a cultural good but flourishes on its basis in communities and depends on the 
people whose knowledge, skills and traditions are passed on to other members of the community from 
generation to generation or even to other communities. Lastly intangible cultural heritage is community 
based and can only be part of heritage if it is recognized as such by a group that creates and transmits 
its values (UNESCO 2019c).  
A practice that is considered as intangible heritage according to UNESCO is the ‘craft of the 
miller operating windmills and watermills’ in the Netherlands. Inscribed in 2017 the craft of operating 
windmills and watermills is about the knowledge and skills needed to operate mills and to maintain it in 
a good state of repair (UNESCO 2017). This millers craft plays an important social and cultural role in 
Dutch society, where it contributes to a sense of identity and continuity (UNESCO 2017). The millers 
craft can be attributed to intangible heritage that focuses on skills concerning the nature of producing 
traditional crafts as well as a social practice. 
When inscribed to UNESCO’s Representative List of Intangible Heritage, hawker culture in 
Singapore will be part of the domain: skills producing traditional craft as well as a social practice. It will 
focus on the traditional craft of making the food as well as on the social practice of community-dining 
in hawker centres. Hawker culture will not be the first practice focused on food that will be added to 
UNESCO’s intangible heritage list. In 2010 food made its first appearance on UNESCO’s 
Representative List of Intangible Heritage. Three practices concerning ‘food preparation’ were inscribed 
as intangible cultural heritage namely the gastronomic meal of the French, the gingerbread craft from 
Northern Croatia and the traditional Mexican cuisine (UNESCO 2019d). I will expand on food as 
intangible heritage in the next sub-chapter ‘Food’.  
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The previous paragraphs have focused on (intangible) heritage and its definition from the perspective of 
UNESCO. While UNESCO’s perspective is important for this research as it focuses on hawker culture’s 
inscription onto UNESCO’s intangible heritage list, there are other perspectives that play a role in 
deciding what is intangible heritage. Besides UNESCO there are many other forms of official 
recognition of heritage sites at the national or state level in which the government plays an important 
role. When something is categorised as heritage its relationship with the landscape it exists in and with 
the people that use it changes. It becomes a place or practice outside of the everyday. It becomes 
something special. Even places and practices that are not officially recognised as heritage can be set 
apart and used in the production of collective memory, which then defines them as heritage. So while 
hawker culture might not be officially recognised by UNESCO as intangible heritage yet it still can 
function as a place where the collective understandings of Singaporeans and their memories of the past 
come together. In such there is an interesting relationship between the effect of listing something as 
official heritage and its recognized significance to a society (Harrison 2009: 11). There is also a gap 
between what an individual understands to be their heritage and the official heritage promoted by the 
state. This suggest the possibility of multiple ‘heritages’. So while one clear cut definition of heritage is 
difficult to pinpoint for this research I will define heritage as object or practices that are of historic and 
or cultural value and are worthy of preservation, from the perspective of the people that interact with 
these objects and practices on an everyday basis. 
3.2 Food 
After discussing the concept intangible heritage, I will now discuss food as a concept as well as food as 
part of intangible heritage. Food can be considered a powerful instrument for 
“expressing and shaping interactions between humans” (Pottier, 2012: 302). Any food system is 
integrated in several dimensions, think of sociocultural or nutritional elements that all interrelate with 
each other. Food is inextricably linked with consumption. We consume the food and it becomes part of 
us. Thus the consumption of food is something that is common to all human beings, as it is a fundamental 
element of human life (Watson & Klein, 2016: 2) and is essential for our existence and survival 
(Marshall 2005: 70).Yet elements of consuming food like how and what we eat and when and with 
whom have a wide variation. As Falk (1994) comments “food preferences are subject to sensory and 
cultural influences” (Falk in Marshall 2005: 70).  
For food scholars the consumption of food has been an interesting subject for studies. Studies 
evolve around how individuals relate to food practices and the meanings that have been assigned to 
these food practices. As well as how food can be a part of constructing a (cultural) identity (Kong & 
Sinha 2015: 4).  
The eating of food itself can be seen as a highly individualised activity. Whether something 
tastes good is in the first place determined by the individual’s physiological response to a certain 
16 
 
substance. At the same time there are social and cultural perspectives that view taste as a pattern of 
preferences or as a way of describing aesthetic norms (Marshall 2005: 71). 
Besides being meant for consumption and nutrition, food can be seen as social practice as it 
binds people together. While the consumption of the food itself and the sensory pleasures that the food 
gives is are highly individualised activities (Marshall 2005: 71), consuming food is often done in a 
communal setting, binding people together through space but also through time. Individuals can 
collectively remember certain past experiences accompanied by certain meals (Kong & Sinha 2015: 7). 
Bell and Valentine (1997) note the role of “food as social glue” (Bell & Valentine in Kong & Sinha 
2015: 7). Eating food as a social activity shows a shift from the sensory pleasure of eating to the symbolic 
and ritualistic side of consumption. Food is then consumed for what it comes to mean for people, instead 
of just what it does (providing nutrition). The consumption of food becomes important as a marker of 
social position and indicates social inclusion or exclusion. It has been argued that food is used to signify 
social class and that social differentiation can affect what people consume (Bourdieu in Kong & Sinha 
2015: 8). The symbolic meaning does not reside in the product or the taste itself but rather is reflected 
in all of the activities that are involved in consuming a product. Thus the context in which food is 
consumed is an important part in what food comes to signify (Marshall 2005: 72).  
The most common context of food is daily life. In Singapore the day is usually divided in three 
meals: breakfast, lunch and dinner with a tea break between lunch and dinner. During people’s daily 
life, their relationship with food is routinised. Cases were food is ritualised are food centred events or 
traditional festivities such as Thanksgiving, Christmas or Chinese New Year, but can also be more 
common events like the family meal. The consumption of food as a social activity can strengthen a 
community’s sense of collective identity. Preparing dishes that are ingrained with meaning and eating 
together, signify notions of inclusion and belonging (Kong & Sinha 2015: 7). Food is thus seen as an 
expression of a group’s identity, with a groups affiliation often based on aspects like ethnicity, religion 
or class. Food is also a marker for the relationships between people (Lum & de Ferrière le Vayer 2016: 
4). For example migrant communities often still adhere to their own distinctive cuisines and eating 
practices after settling in a different country. Through these foods, members of these group can identify 
with their culture and their heritage as well as establish connections between different ethnic groups 
(Kong & Sinha 2015: 7). This connects to the case of Singapore in which people can connect with each 
other by having a meal together at a hawker centre. The wide variety in cuisines allows people to connect 
with their own culture as well as with other cultures through food. When food strengthens a 
communities’ sense of collective identity this means food has transformed into heritage (Brulotte & Di 
Giovine 2010: 1).  
The relationship between food and heritage is not new. For some groups of people food-based 
heritage distinctions rest on social and historical variations. For example William-Forson studied 
African American foodways. Members have a wide variety of understandings, tastes and imaginaries of 
which food is actually part of African American cooking. ‘Soul food’ usually denotes African American 
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home cooking in the United States, which can vary greatly from place to place and from family to family. 
Whereas creole cookery is separately valued as a type of cuisine from New Orleans. Both foodways 
have developed in their own historical, cultural and geographical ways and can be seen as part of the 
heritage of certain groups (William-Forson 2010: 98). 
A different conceptualization of food and heritage is that of ‘terroir’. Terroir is often defined as 
the ‘taste of place’ and links heritage claims with a specific socio-cultural and natural environment. It 
suggests that the biological components of an environment (such as the minerals, soil, weather condition 
and topography) give a certain product a specific physiological ‘taste’. The authentic taste of the product 
prohibits it from being replicated somewhere else (Brulotte & Di Giovine 2010: 7). These terroir 
designations have mainly emerged because of economic concerns as it is a fact that food can be 
reproduced outside of their original environments.  
Terroir designations were introduced as a ‘protected mark’. An example of this is champagne, 
the wine produced in the region Champagne. The French successfully blocked similar wines from being 
called champagne, unless they were produced in that region. Other terroir protected foods are prosciutto 
di Parma or Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese from Italy (Brulotte & Di Giovine 2010: 8). Terroir designated 
foods focus very much on the inclusion and exclusion of certain foods and certain groups of people. 
Questions arise about who contributes to the authentic food and taste of a place. I suggest terroir 
designations cannot be applied to hawker food. Hawker food is very inclusive as it is a melting pot of 
different cuisines that represent the multicultural society of Singapore, without any wish to exclude a 
particular ethnic group. In this sense terroir designations are a very exclusive conceptualisation of food 
and heritage. 
While there are many other conceptualisations of food and intangible heritage, one of the most 
prominent one’s is UNESCO’s Representative List of Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity. After 
the list was ratified by UNESCO, nation states in Latin America and Western-Europe who considered 
food as part of their heritage started preparing inventories of their cuisines to inscribe them to the list. 
Dependent of the country there were different considerations concerning which food and cuisines were 
worth the status of national or international importance, which aspects of these foodways were of value 
and how long it would take for such food-based practices to be considered heritage. To help them enlist 
their food as heritage they requested help from different sorts of experts such as culinary experts and 
anthropologists. The outcomes of these countries’ food heritage were very diverse. Some food was 
designated a ‘diet’, while another was considered a ‘meal’, or ‘cuisine’, or as a particular dish. Countries 
in the Mediterranean region produced a ‘Mediterranean diet’ which mainly focused on good nutrition 
as well as folkloric knowledge and attention to custom and tradition. Mexico also emphasized tradition 
and ritual but instead of focusing on a specific diet, they decided on a specific regional cuisine from the 
state Michoacán to be the representation of the countries’ culinary heritage as a whole. Croatia on the 
other hand designated one type of food namely gingerbread as distinctively Croatian. The tradition of 
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gingerbread making itself is considered a craft that has been passed on from one generation to the next 
for many centuries (Brulotte & Di Giovine 2014: 14-15). 
Another example of food that was inscribed to UNESCO’s list of intangible heritage is the 
‘Gastronomic Meal of the French’, which was inscribed in 2010. Essentially the gastronomic meal of 
the French is a social practice for celebratory events that brings people together to enjoy the art of fine 
eating and drinking. Togetherness, the pleasure of taste as well as the balance between human beings 
and nature are the main focus. The gastronomic meal of the French can be seen as fine dining, which 
enjoys a fixed structure, which starts with an ‘aperitif’ and then continues with a starter, the main course, 
a cheese course, a dessert and ends with liqueurs. Individuals that have a deep knowledge of the tradition, 
are called gastronomes. Their job is to preserve its memory and watch over the living practice of rites, 
which can be done by both oral and written transmission (UNESCO 2010). The Gastronomic meal of 
the French displays the changing nature of intangible heritage. Instead of focusing on the preservation 
of food itself and UNESCO’s almost ‘museumification’ of cultural practices, with the Gastronomic meal 
of the French the focus is more on social practices and the consumption of food itself (Brulotte & Di 
Giovine 2010: 17). 
This shift in intangible heritage is also noticeable in the traditional dietary culture of Washoku 
of Japan, which was added to the list in 2013. This social practice is based on certain skills, knowledge 
and the practice of traditions concerning the production, preparation and consumption of food mainly 
during New Year celebrations. The practice favours the consumption of natural locally sourced 
ingredients. The skills and knowledge of Washoku are passed down at home during shared mealtimes, 
but also through education, making it an important part of Japanese society (UNESCO 2013). I suggest 
hawker culture is suitable for this ‘new’ intangible heritage. Hawker culture focuses less on the actual 
food itself and more on the craft of preparing it as well as its social practice in bringing people from 
different backgrounds together through food.  
To conclude, while food is an important form of nutrition and consumption it is also a social practice. 
Food can be considered intangible heritage as it consists of the cultural practices that can be transferred 
from one generation to the next. Besides this food contributes to the social cohesion of a group, which 
can be achieved by preparing or consuming food together. Through food the collective identity of a 
group can be established through feelings of togetherness and belonging. 
3.3 Identity and Belonging  
In the previous sub-chapter I have discussed how the consumption of food functions as a social practice 
by binding people together. Food can function as social marker and signify notions of belonging and 
non-belonging to a certain group. The consumption of food is often connected to an ethnic group and 
the identity of this group. Groups of people like ethnic groups often have their own food with its 
distinctive tastes, textures and smells that set it apart from other foods. As Bourdieu (1984) states the 
cultivation of preferences is integral to denoting the ‘authenticity’ of one’s membership in such groups. 
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(Bourdieu in Brulotte & Di Giovine 2014: 5). In such it can be said that food is strongly linked to the 
notion of identity. In this paragraph the concepts of identity and belonging will be discussed in the case 
of my research.  
 The concept of identity is difficult to define as it can be expressed in many different ways. 
According to the Lexico dictionary identity can be defined as “the fact of being who or what a person 
is” or “the characteristics determining who or what a person or thing is” (“Identity” 2019). Identity 
involves knowing who we are as well as knowing who others are. It is about our places in the world as 
individuals and also as members of collectivities (Jenkins 1996: 5). 
 There are several ways of conceptualising identities. Hall differentiates between a symbolic 
interactionist perspective and a postmodern perspective. According to the symbolic interactionist 
perspective identity is formed in the interaction between self and society. The individual self is 
continuously formed and modified with the outside and the identities that it offers. Here identity bridges 
the gap between the inside and the outside, the personal and the public. Symbolic interactionists suggest 
individuals have a unified and stable identity, which is not applicable to the current way of thinking 
about identity (Hall 1996: 276). 
From a post-modern perspective, identity is not fixed or permanent but is fluid. Identity is 
continuously formed and transformed in relation to how individuals are represented and addressed in 
the cultural systems all around them (Hall 1996: 277). It is a fluid concept because as an individual you 
can have a large range of attachments and affinities that shape the way you perceive yourself as well as 
others (Jones & Krzyzanowski, 2011: 43). This fluidity can be further explained by stating that new 
forms of attachments can arise through events of social action, which can replace or even supplement 
other forms of attachments (Jones & Kryzanowksi, 2011: 46). Identity can be expressed in several 
different ways such as in terms of class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity and nationality. 
 The concept of identity itself has been used in different ways. One way is describing identity as 
a ‘primordial identity’, meaning an individual is naturally given an identity within the ethnic group they 
are born in. A different way of describing identity is the ‘national identity’ or ‘cultural identity’ which 
is more of a socio-cultural, political or ideologically constructed collective sense of communal or 
personal identity (Golubović 2011: 26). In the case of this research I see both types of identity as 
relevant. In Singapore there are several different ethnic groups, such as Chinese, Malay and Indian. It 
may be the case that someone who’s primordial identity is Malay, can at the same time feel attached to 
Singapore as a part of their national or cultural identity. For my research ‘cultural identity’ is the most 
relevant as I am interested in how cultural practices such as hawker culture and hawker food are 
important in forming one’s cultural identity. 
 Identity can be distinguished between self-identification as well as collective identification. In 
the formation of a personal identity, an important step is adopting a group identity and being a member 
of a group (Golubović 2011: 28). Here notions of inclusion and exclusion and the need to belong 
somewhere become apparent.  
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Belonging can be seen as a process in which an individual feels some sort of connection or 
association with a group. Belonging is the relationship between the personal and the collective identity. 
Individuals have the fundamental need to belong somewhere as a member of a community, which can 
be anything from a family to a society/state (Golubović 2011: 28). This belonging is a way of identifying 
with categories or groups. Belonging entails “to be a part of something bigger than oneself” (Melchior 
2015: 52). According to Yuval-Davis belonging is about an emotional attachment about ‘feeling at 
home’ in a place (Yuval-Davis 2006: 197), which Antonsich calls ‘place-belongingness’. This home 
that is referred to, stands for a symbolic space of familiarity, comfort, security as well as an emotional 
attachment (Antonsich 2006: 646). People can belong in many different ways and can thus feel attached 
to multiple places and groups. For example Singaporeans can feel connected to Singapore as the country 
they belong to and can at the same time feel connected to their ethnic identity. Besides that they can also 
feel connected to several collectivities or groups, like a group of friends or their family (Yuval-Davis 
2006: 200).  
It is important to mention that there are several ways of belonging. The most relevant distinction 
is the difference between belonging to a group of friends versus belonging to a family or the ethnic 
group or place you were born in. The first form of belonging is a ‘chosen belonging’ which determines 
someone's ‘achieved status’ on the basis of the effort put in to becoming a member of this group (Linton 
in Melchior, 2015: 52). The second form is a more natural or inherited form of belonging, which is 
connected to one’s ‘ascribed status’, which is assigned to a person at birth (Melchior, 2015: 53). This 
‘ascribed status’ is similar to the ‘primordial identity’ in which identity or belonging is attached to one’s 
ethnic background they were born into.  
For many (ethnic) groups food is often connected to their identity. This can also be said about 
Singaporean food culture which is a melting pot of many different cuisines. For this research I argue 
that food can contribute to a sense of belonging. Singapore is a multi-ethnic country, with Singaporeans 
from different ethnic backgrounds. As mentioned before, Singaporeans may feel attached to Singapore 
but may also feel attached to the country they or their ancestors were born in. Through having food from 
their home country in the hawker centres of Singapore, Singaporeans may experience a sense of 
belonging to Singapore or their ethnic background. Food in this sense can create a sense of belonging 
as it can create the feeling of a home or place someone feels connected to. Having a sense of belonging 
also means feeling a connectedness to some sort of community (Hurtado & Carter, 1997: 328). The 
hawker centres as a social space may function as such a community, where the tastes and smells create 
a familiar home environment and can transport people back to their home. Food in this way transcends 
space and time (Abbots 2016: 118). I argue that hawker centres contribute to the creation of a sense of 
belonging, in which Singaporeans feel at home in Singapore, while also feeling connected to their 
background through food and community bonding. 
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3.4 Concluding Remarks 
In this chapter the most important concepts for my research have been discussed. These concepts were 
intangible heritage, food, identity and belonging. Intangible heritage can be seen as ‘practices of 
heritage’ which include traditions or living expressions that can be handed down from generation to 
generation. It is a form of heritage that takes shape through the embodiment of skills and performances. 
Heritage can contribute to social cohesion and create a sense of identity similar to the concept of food. 
I have argued that food can be seen as intangible heritage as it consists of the cultural practices 
that can be transferred from one generation to the next. Furthermore food can be seen as a social practice 
because it binds people together. The consumption of food is often done in a communal setting which 
allows people to collectively remember past experiences over a shared meal. This can also strengthen a 
community’s sense of collective identity.  
Identity can be expressed in many ways and for many groups, food is an important part of their 
identity as it distinguishes them from other groups. The notion of food can contribute to a sense of 
belonging as it can create the feeling of home. In the case of my research, hawker centres in Singapore 
can contribute to a sense of belonging to Singapore. By dining in a community setting, hawker food 
allows Singaporeans to feel connected to the multiversity of Singapore, all by enjoying a wide variety 
of dishes. It allows them to feel connected to their own ethnic identity as well as to Singapore as part of 
their cultural identity. In doing so I argue that food and hawker culture can be seen as intangible heritage 
at it has important cultural value for Singapore and is something that should be preserved and passed 
down to future generations. 
 
 
  
22 
 
4. Hawker Centres in Contemporary Singaporean Culture 
The shift from iterant hawkers to hawker centres has changed the relationship Singaporeans have with 
hawker food. Instead of buying one type of hawker food from hawkers at the intersection of streets, now 
hawker foods from several different cuisines can be found at one central location. This reorganisation 
of hawker culture has transformed the relationships between hawkers, hawker food and consumers 
(Chua 2015: 36). Still throughout the years hawker centres have become an “indispensable part of the 
Singapore landscape” (Chan & Lee 2014: 94). This chapter will shed light on the current setting of 
hawker centres, by looking at a typical day in the life of a hawker centre. Not only will it describe 
everyday life in the hawker centre, but it will also focus on the people visiting the hawkers as well as on 
the hawkers themselves. 
4.1 Everyday Life in a Hawker Centre 
Upon entering a hawker centre you cannot help but notice the aromatic smell of fried foods combined 
with a more sweet fruity smell. The buzzing of peoples chatter, the clattering of pans and the frying of 
foods fill your ears. The many fans provide a welcome breeze of cooler air, but still it remains hot and 
humid. Every now and then a woman’s voice can be heard over the speakers that announces the 
following sentence in English: “Welcome to our hawker centre please take a tray and return the trays 
and dishes to keep the tables clean” after that the message is repeated in either Chinese, Malay or Tamil 
which alternates every half hour. On its own this announcement gives insight into Singapore’s multi-
ethnic community and identity, by including all four national languages in one simple message in a 
public space.  
The 113 hawker centres are scattered across Singapore. Many are located in the vicinity of HDB 
housing estates and are within walking distance for most residents or are easily accessible by public 
transport (Kong 2007: 31). There are also standalone hawker centres which are not tied to residential 
districts but are still located in central parts of the neighbourhood (Chua 2015: 36). Almost every 
neighbourhood has a hawker centre which its residents visit almost daily. Hawker centres are often 
accompanied by a wet market, where people can buy fresh products.  
Hawker stalls are all indoor, or partly covered by a roof. They can often be entered through 
multiple sides. Inside, the hawker stalls are aligned along the sides, making space for the dining area 
which consists of rows of tables and stools. Sometimes there is also an outdoor dining area. The hawker 
stalls themselves are very small, approximately eight to ten square meters, and are each organized a bit 
differently depending on the hawker stall. The stalls are equipped with simple cooking supplies such as 
a fridge, sink, cooking top or extractor hood. The outside of the stalls are often brightly coloured and 
above each hawker stall there is a large headboard with the name of the stall and some pictures of the 
dishes that are offered. The names are often connected to the name of the hawker centre or the food that 
is sold there, such as ‘Adams Indian Rojak’ and ‘Selera rasa nasi lemak’ at Adam Road food centre. 
Most stalls are self-service which means that the customers order and collect their food from the hawker 
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stall itself. Pictures of the food that is offered as well as the price are easily found at the stall. Hawkers 
often offer different sizes for their dishes. The dishes are very affordable and can be as cheap as three 
Singaporean dollars. After paying and collecting the food customers can take place at one of the many 
tables. Packets of tissues or umbrellas are strategically placed to chope (reserve) a table. If it is busy 
around lunch or dinner time it can be difficult to find and empty table, but it is accepted to take a seat at 
an already occupied table with people you do not know. This is an example of how food binds people 
together. Singaporeans from different ages and different backgrounds come together to eat with friends, 
family or even strangers which increases a sense of community and collective identity.  
The food reflects Singapore’s 
multicultural society, which is an ethnic 
mix of Chinese, Malays, Indians, 
Peranakans as well as Eurasians. This 
makes the Singaporean cuisine in hawker 
centres an unique melting pot like no 
other. Many of the dishes originate from 
the cultures of these different groups that 
settled in Singapore and over time these 
dishes have become part of the hawker 
culture of Singapore (Our SG Heritage 
2019a). In some hawker centres certain 
cuisines are more represented than 
others. For example Maxwell Food 
Centre mainly has Chinese dishes, 
because of its location in China Town 
which houses many Singaporeans with a 
Chinese background. At Tekka Centre 
mostly North-Indian and South-Indian 
hawker dishes are sold. This is also due to the location of the hawker centre, which is in Little India, a 
neighbourhood with predominantly Singaporeans with an Indian background. 
Nevertheless most hawker dishes are Chinese dishes due to the fact that most first generation 
hawkers were immigrants from China and to a smaller extent from India, Malaysia and Indonesia. This 
is representative of the population in Singapore, 70 percent of the people have a Chinese background. 
In 1950 the Hawker Inquiry Commission stated that 84 percent of the hawkers were Chinese. These 
Chinese hawkers generally came from Southeast China, with a large group of Hokkien hawkers, 
Teochew hawkers and to a lesser extent hawkers with other minority dialects such as Hakka and 
Hainanese (Kong 2007: 65). These immigrants brought their local dishes with them, which overtime 
  
Image 2. Waiting in line at Adam Road Food centre. 
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have become Singaporean hawker dishes. Examples of these dishes are Hainanese chicken rice or 
Hokkien mee.  
Overall most hawker centres are very diverse and offer many different cuisines at one place. An 
example of this is Adam Road food centre. While relatively small with 32 stalls, Adam Road food centre 
offers Malay/Javanese, South Indian and Chinese food. At the same time cultural and religious norms 
are taken into account. One half of the hawker stalls sell halal food, while the other half sells non-halal 
food. This means that there are also separate tray return points, so the plates of halal dishes are not mixed 
with the non-halal ones. Ibrahim who works in a stall selling halal food says about this: 
 
“What is so good about Singapore is that it is multinational and multicultural. We do not cross each 
other’s boundaries and we respect each other. So Muslims do not eat pork, but we still work in an area 
that is selling pork. This side is halal and that side in non-halal. So, we have a mutual respect for one 
and other.” – Ibrahim, fourth generation hawker, Adam Road food centre. 
 
This illustrates the different attachments 
people can have when it comes to their 
identity. While in this example visitors and 
hawkers still feel connected to their Muslim 
identity, they can at the same time feel 
connected to Singapore as part of their 
national identity. Hawker centres 
acknowledge this by respecting their 
religious norms and having sufficient food 
options they can choose from. 
For visitors a typical day usually start 
with the first meal, which in this case is 
breakfast. During breakfast time many 
working class people stop by at their local 
hawker centre for a cup of kopi-o (black 
coffee) and some butter kaya toast (toast 
with butter and coconut spread) or noodle 
dishes. Another popular breakfast dish is nasi 
lemak, which is a fragrant coconut rice dish with sambal, fried chicken or fish, a fried egg, ikan bilis 
(dried anchovies) and sometimes otah (fish paste mix wrapped in a coconut or banana leaf). At lunch 
from 12:00 PM till 13:00 PM, long queues start to form when the office workers go out to lunch at one 
of the nearby hawker centres. The long queues are an indication that the food at the hawker stall is 
popular and good. A variety of rice and noodle dishes are ordered at this time. Popular dishes are wanton 
 
Image 3. A hawker in front of the many chicken rice stalls at 
Maxwell Food Centre.  
25 
 
mee (egg noodles either dry or with soup, barbequed pork and dumplings) or nasi padang (rice with 
several choices of pre-cooked dishes like fried chicken, fish and vegetables) or chicken rice. Chicken 
rice is one of Singapore’s staple dishes. Niven a second generation hawker prepares chicken rice the 
same way his father did, when he first started in 1971.  
 
“I will safely say that chicken rice is the comfort food of many 
Singaporeans. There is a kind of attachment, a bonding 
among all those who have grown up with chicken rice. There 
is a lot of argument over whether the Malaysians started it 
or the Hainanese started it. We Singaporeans found an 
unique way to bring out the flavour of the chicken and to 
bring out the flavour of the rice. That is what makes it so 
different. Everyone has their own particular recipe. I follow 
exactly what my father did, way back in the good old days in 
1971. First you poach the chicken and then put it through a 
water bath. Then you hang it to drip dry, then you are able 
to bring out the gelatine from the chicken.” – Niven, second 
generation hawker, Holland Drive (Gelb & McGinn 2019). 
 
Between lunch and dinner it is quieter at hawker centres. Some hawker stalls close after lunch and 
prepare for the next day or are closed to prepare for dinner. At this time of day mostly elderly people 
visit the hawker centre to have a cup of coffee or tea or a small dish. Around 15:00 PM many children 
from secondary school are out of school for the day, so they visit a hawker centre with their friends to 
have a drink or snack. From 18:00 PM onwards the hawker centre slowly gets busier. People come out 
of their work to have dinner with colleagues, family or friends. It is also common for people to come 
alone and enjoy a drink or meal while scrolling on their phone or even talking to hawkers that are not 
busy at the moment.  
A family of four walks around, looking at the different stalls, before finding an empty table to sit at. After 
a brief discussion the older man leaves, while the rest wait at the table. After a while the man returns 
with a tray full of food. – Fieldwork notes, Adam Road food centre, 12 April 2019. 
Popular dishes to have at dinner are satay, laksa or the more expensive chili crab. After finishing your 
meal it is customary to return your tray and dishes to one of the tray return points. However it is common 
that people just leave their trays and dishes at the tables. Employees in yellow t-shirts and carts walk 
around to clear these tables. They throw away the trash, wipe the trays clean and stack the dishes so they 
can be returned to the owner. The back of their t-shirt reads “Thank you for returning your tray and 
 
Image 4. Hawker meal consisting of chicken 
rice, dumplings and char kway teow. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Image 1. A hawker meal consisting of chicken 
rice, dumplings and char kway teow 
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dishes”, while the front reads “Return your tray, keep the tables clean”. These employees are often 
elderly people like former hawkers, who are now unable to do any other type of work.  
After dinner the main crowds slowly leave the hawker centre, decreasing the fast pace that is present 
throughout the day. This leaves the hawkers some time to wash their dishes and prepare for the next 
day. Large hawker centres like Maxwell food centre and Newton food centre stay open till 02:00 AM, 
while smaller hawker centres like Adam Road food centre close at 22:30 PM. Although the silence is a 
welcome change to the always busy environment it is only temporary, because the following day it all 
starts all over again. 
4.2 Getting to Know the Hawkers 
The experiences and memories that are made in hawker centres could not have been made without the 
hawkers. That is why it is important to further discuss the background of the hawker. 
The life of a hawker is rarely a glamorous one (Chua 2015: 97) and is often characterised by long hard 
working hours in a relatively small and warm working environment. As mentioned before, hawker food 
was traditionally street food in the past. Itinerant hawkers used to carry their goods in baskets or used 
mobile carts. They were able to offer low cost meals to the locals and workers. Adrian discusses how 
hawker culture used to be in this time: 
"People need to eat. So when laborers and locals are hungry, you bring them food and they buy it from 
you. This started with peoples’ own initiative, bringing the food to the people with their bike or cart, or 
even walking. These men (and women) were to become the first hawkers. It did not start in a place like 
a coffee shop, but on the street. By people for people, selling small portions of food, day in day out. 
Those were the days..." – Adrian, third generation hawker, Newton Food Centre. 
Ibrahim a fourth generation hawker owns a business that originally was his great grandfather’s, who 
originated from Java. Ibrahim explains why his great grandfather started his street hawking business: 
"My great grandfather started the business because it was better than working in the field. Other than 
that, the income is very good." - Ibrahim, fourth generation hawker, Adam Road Food Centre. 
While itinerant hawkers were able to meet the demand for low cost meals, officials saw street hawkers 
as a public nuisance and threat to the public health. While eradicating street hawking was not a feasible 
option the government decided that all street hawkers should be moved out of the street and into a 
sanitary and controlled environment, thus the hawker centre was born.  
"My father started 70 years ago as a street hawker, selling along the road of China street. We moved to 
a hawker centre at China square because of the new approach of the government at that time." – 
Raymond, second generation hawker, Maxwell Food Centre. 
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While the hawkers were forced out of the streets their hygienic standard remained unchanged. Minimal 
facilities were provided in the hawker centres. Benjamin, a third generation hawker, talks about the 
background of Maxwell Food centre, when it first was used as a hawker centre. 
"The structure of this hawker centre is dated from before World War II. Minimal facilities were 
provided. Everyone had to bring their own tables and chairs. This caused a lot of confusion and 
unhappiness for both customers and hawkers. So all the hawkers combined resources and bought tables 
that could be used by any customer. At the end of the day you only had to look for your own utensils." – 
Benjamin, third generation hawker, Maxwell Food Centre. 
Raymond also recalls how Maxwell Food centre used to be: 
"Besides a hawker centre, there used to be a wet market here as well. It was all very small and filthy. 
You could see rats the size of small cats running around! So 20 years ago, Maxwell was renovated into 
what you see here today. Nowadays it is a modern hawker centre and lot of Singaporeans come here. 
The success of the renovation made the government start the renovation of other hawker centres." – 
Raymond, second generation hawker (Maxwell Food Centre). 
 
Nowadays hawker centres are state run and managed by the NEA, who ensures that the hawkers keep 
their environment clean. Besides this, the NEA also organizes regular training courses on food and 
personal hygiene and nutrition (Bhowmik 2005, 2259) and have launched the Hawker Centres 
Upgrading Programme. This provides the hawkers with a more pleasant working environment.  
So why would someone want to become a hawker? The motives to become a hawker are quite 
diverse. Raymond, a second generation hawker who owns a stall with his siblings, specialises in 
Hokkien-style ngoh hiang, which consists of a variety of deep fried meat rolls, that are rolled into bean 
curd skin accompanied with vegetables, egg and a sweet and spicy chili sauce. The meat rolls are 
handmade and the recipes have remained the same for over 70 years. His father started the business and 
involved the whole family. 
 
“When my brother and I came home from school we used to help. We also helped in the weekend, when 
it was already late my mom used to ask us to come downstairs and help with rolling the meat. Even if 
we were already half asleep, we still came and helped.” – Raymond, second generation hawker, 
Maxwell Food Centre. 
 
After his parents retired, Raymond continued to run the stall with his siblings. Family-run hawker stalls 
were a common occurrence in this research. Ibrahim’s hawker stall has been a family business for four 
generations. He sells traditional Javanese food like mee soto and mee rebus (two types of noodle soups). 
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He focuses on preserving the original Javanese cuisine. However, at first he did not want to take over 
the business. He explains why: 
“For me it is not my trait to do this food business. I tried other workplaces, but in the end my trait is 
cooking. So I came back to this same spot, it is ok. I just went with the flow and now I am here.” – 
Ibrahim, fourth generation hawker, Adam Road Food Centre. 
Umar, a second generation Malay hawker, runs a hawker stalls with his family. While Umar at first had 
his doubts about becoming a hawker, he explains he just ended up in the business because of his family. 
Now he enjoys the work and the contact with customers and is planning on working there for as long as 
possible. His stall specialises in nasi lemak and his stall is well known for their version of the dish 
throughout Singapore. The food has stayed the same since the stall opened in 1988. They have improved 
some of their ingredients along the way, such as making the switch from normal rice to basmati rice. 
The sambal they use is an unique combination of sweet and spicy, which was invented by Umar’s 
mother. It combines sweet and spicy elements, because Chinese people prefer sweet sambal while Malay 
people like their sambal spicy. The incorporation of the preferences of different ethnic groups indicates 
that it is a truly Singaporean dish, with Malay origins.  
 While in the past being a hawker was seen as a lower class occupation now it is seen as a real 
profession and something to be proud of. Still the long hours and warm work environment are not for 
everyone. Raymond explains how a typical day in his work week looks like. 
 
“So right now we use a canteen kitchen, where my family prepares their fried goods. We start the day 
by going to our canteen kitchen at 05:00 AM or 06:00 AM. We prepare the food and around 11:00 AM 
we will bring the food down here to the hawker centre to sell. While my siblings run the kitchen I will 
go and by some dry stocks and bring them back to our kitchen. Then I will go back to the stall and help 
my siblings with customers. Our stall is open from 12:00 AM till 20:00 PM, six days a week. This is how 
we do it every day non-stop. On Mondays we are off and during Chinese New Year we will take a longer 
break.” – Raymond, second generation hawker, Maxwell Food Centre. 
 
Lim a young hawker selling drinks started his business because he did not want to finish school. He 
explains that he was not very good at school and thought it would be better to start working instead. 
Although he likes working as a hawker, he thinks it is better to study and finish school. In Singapore it 
is necessary to study and receive your certificates to get a good job. He thinks that people do not want 
to work at a hawker centre because of the long hours and hard work. This reasoning will be explained 
further in the next chapter.  
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4.3 Hawker Centres as Community Dining Spaces 
While the work may not be for 
everyone, Singaporeans connect 
with hawker centres in a different 
way by visiting with family and 
friends and enjoying their 
favourite meal. Hawker culture is 
formed by the structure of a 
hawker centre, the hawkers as well 
as the people that come to the 
hawker centres. With the 
transformation from street 
hawking to hawker centres the 
behaviours of consumers have 
undergone some changes. Instead 
of hawkers travelling to different 
neighbourhoods during the day, it 
is now the consumers who travel 
to the hawker centres. While 
hawker food was first meant to 
feed the urban poor, hawker food 
is now commonplace and enjoyed by all Singaporeans. Instead of eating street foods out of necessity 
like in the past, people that go to hawker centres have developed a certain preference and ‘taste’ for 
certain foods. Every Singaporean has their own favourite hawker stall for a particular food and is willing 
to travel to different hawker centres across the country just to find a particular hawker or food. Now 
there is a constant search for the most authentic and best version of a certain dish. In such, hawker food 
has become the motivation for ‘auto-tourism’ which can be defined as: Singaporeans touring Singapore 
(Chua 2015: 38).  
 For many Singaporeans eating at hawker centres has become part of everyday life. At hawker 
centres people from different backgrounds are united by one common purpose: the search for an 
affordable meal. Neighbours and friends run in to each other exchanging greetings while families share 
dinner. As such hawker centres have become more than just places for people to visit and eat meals. 
They have become social spaces where friends and family can meet and spend time together and where 
people from different ethnic backgrounds and different ages can interact with each other (Tarulevicz 
2018). Hawker centres have become community dining spaces or even informal gathering spaces (Chan 
& Lee 2014: 91). 
 
Image 5. Helping customers at Maxwell Food Centre. 
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For Singaporeans food is part of their culture and hawker food is an adequate representation of 
Singaporean culture and Singaporean identity. Rather than calling certain dishes, Malay dishes or 
Chinese dishes, these dishes should be called Singaporean dishes. Alicia, a Chinese woman who has 
lived in Singapore her entire life, says about this: 
 
“Food is part of our life it is an integral part of our soul. Food is part of our culture. Think about a 
grandmother passing on her cooking recipes to the grandchildren. Because when you want to eat 
something, you also want to create it. So you will ask your grandmother: Oh how do you cook this? 
Then you start talking to your elders and you learn the old recipes.” – Alicia, Newton Food Centre. 
 
Hawker culture can be seen as intangible heritage. It is about preserving certain skills, like preparing 
chicken rice, and passing these skills on to next generations. It strengthens the community’s collective 
identity, which has been formed from collective memories of past shared experiences (Chan & Lee 
2014: 101-104), like eating together or even preparing the food together. Through food Singaporeans 
from different backgrounds are connected with each other, which provides shared memories and 
experiences across generations (Tarulevicz 2018: 295). At the same time hawker culture leaves room 
for people to feel connected to their other attachments, such as their ethnic background.  
 
Alicia: “I think food binds us together, whether it is the love for food or the love of food. I think that you 
know it is good for us, that it binds us together.” – Alicia, Newton Food Centre. 
 
Singaporeans that contributed to hawker culture’s inscription to UNESCO’s intangible cultural heritage 
list added their thoughts on hawker culture (Our SG Heritage 2019): 
 
“It’s often hot in the hawker centre, and often crowded, with long queues. But that’s part of its character, 
undeniably awesome, and brings a taste of home with it each time. It is also a wonderful snapshot of 
who we are as a country, where different cuisines across our different races, culminate in one sweet 
spot.” 
 
“Hawker culture is an enduring part of what makes up Singapore. It brings us the comforting feeling of 
home despite the heat, and is an indulgence we have access to no matter which part of Singapore we 
are in. It is what many of us have grown up with and I am so grateful to the hawkers who spend many 
hours in the heat frying, cooking, boiling and serving us wonderful food. As a Singaporean, it is my 
pride and honour to have such a vibrant hawker culture in our country.” 
 
“Hawker Culture is quintessential to our Singaporean way of life. More than just a congregation of 
affordable local food, it’s the centre of our local communities and our identity as Singaporeans.” 
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“Hawker culture is part of our Singaporean identity and it has definitely brought many good memories 
to the citizens. From buying our favourite local food, to interacting with the stall vendors and having 
family meals at hawker centres, it has enriched our lives and served not only as an eating location but 
as a community hub where social cohesion is fostered.” 
 
When living overseas, Singaporeans always think about their hawker food and remember them with 
fondness. After returning back to Singapore, many Singaporeans will include visiting their hawker 
centres in their itinerary. Even when travelling overseas, Singaporeans miss the food from back home. 
Alicia adds: 
 
“Whenever I travel overseas I will miss the Singaporean food. I will be in Italy with my pizza and pasta 
and I will love it. But after a few days I will want my chicken rice, curry, roti prata and fish ball noodle.” 
 
Another Singaporean adds (Our SG Heritage 2019b): 
 
“It’s something that I look forward to whenever I return home from a working trip. It’s the familiar 
feeling of home, the noise, smell, tastes, can never be replicated elsewhere.” 
 
Furthermore, the relationship between hawkers and visitors is also an important aspect. For hawkers one 
of the most important reasons for working in a hawker centre was the contact with customers. According 
to Umar it is important to offer a good service, to attract long-term customers. Cheng, a second 
generation Chinese hawker, argues the importance of listening to your customers. He mentions that if a 
customer thinks the food is too salty, the hawker should listen and try to change it. When a customer 
requested them to sell roasted chicken, they listened to him and started selling roasted chicken. Now it 
is one of their best-selling dishes. According to Ibrahim it is important to read your customers in order 
to give adequate service. 
 
“Some people that come here like to communicate while others have a boundary. For example some 
people come here and just want to eat, while other will ask you how your day was. So more friendly. It 
is important to look at your customers and see if they are tired and maybe do not want to talk.”  
– Ibrahim, fourth generation hawker, Adam Road Food Centre. 
 
The relationships that are formed between hawker and their customers show us once more how hawker 
centres function as community dining spaces. Over the years a sense of neighbourhood developed due 
to relatively stable clientele (Chua 2015: 36). This is where a community was built all through the notion 
of Singapore’s hawker culture, its food and its people. 
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5. The Future of Hawker Centres in Singapore 
Hawker centres have become an essential part of Singaporean identity and Singaporean culture. 
However the way Singaporeans know and love hawker centres are up for a change. The current 
generation of hawkers is retiring, meaning that a new generation will have to take over to sustain hawker 
culture. This change in demographic is bound to create changes for the current hawker culture. 
Singapore’s every changing urban environment also has an effect on Singapore’s hawker culture. 
Modernisation encourages new ways of producing food as well as the development of new businesses 
like food courts that compete with hawker centres. The importance of hawker culture for Singapore has 
also resulted in a nomination for UNESCO’s list of intangible heritage. What does Singapore hope to 
achieve with a possible inscription to this list and how will this inscription influence and change hawker 
culture? This chapter explores the different changes hawker culture will undergo as well as what these 
changes will mean for the future of hawker centres in Singapore. 
5.1 A New Generation of Hawkers? 
One of the changes hawker centres will undergo, has to do with the demographics of hawkers. As 
discussed before, the hawker is often sustained by a multi-generational hawker family. The current 
generation of hawkers, also known as baby boomers, are headed towards their retirement years. This 
raises questions as to whether their stalls and their craft will be passed on to the next generation. While 
some hawkers are able to successfully pass their stalls over to their children, as was the case with some 
of my informants, some may choose to pass it on to other businesses. The retirement of these hawkers 
will and has already shifted the way the practice of hawking is perceived by hawkers (Chan & Lee 2014: 
98). In the case of the hawkers in this research, many are uncertain about the future of hawker centres 
and are doubtful that the next generations will take over their business. My informant Ibrahim explained 
that he will let his children decide if they want to be in the hawker business.  
 
“It depends if my kids want it. Because like me, I did not want it at first, but I just go with the flow. So, 
in my case, I have the intention to just guide them, I don't force them, I guide them, let them see what it 
is all about themselves.” – Ibrahim, fourth generation hawker, Adam Road Food Centre. 
 
In Richards case, his family does not have a new generation that is available to take over his father’s 
stall, so they have to think of other options. 
 
“So we do not have a third generation that is willing to take over. It is a good thing that the third 
generation is well educated and they get work easily, but that means there is no one to continue the 
business. So we have put an announcement in the paper which asked who would like to take over the 
business and would want to learn this trait, they can come forward to discuss. So when our health does 
not allow us to continue, we just stop straight away. We have asked food critics if there is any way for 
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the government to come through and to save those traditional dishes. A lot of food has been modified 
but to preserve the traditional I think a lot is going to die, with ours being one of them. To preserve the 
traditional hands-on way of doing it, my mom and dad always said: ‘If you do not have the exact 
ingredients, then do not make it, do not use other ingredients to replace. If you start changing things, 
the taste will change and then there is no more Hokkien notion.” – Richard, second generation hawker, 
Maxwell Food Centre. 
 
While some hawkers are able to pass their stalls on to their children, many people of the younger 
generations are reluctant to take up the hawker career. The changing urban development of Singapore 
has meant that many younger people opt for office careers instead of spending their days working in a 
hot and humid stall (Tarulevicz 2018: 294). As informant Lim explained in the previous chapter, for 
younger generation Singaporeans it is important to study hard and receive your certificates in order to 
have a good job. The long work hours in a very hot environment are often reasons for the younger 
generation to look for alternative jobs. It also occurs that the hawkers do not want their children to take 
over the business, with their reasoning being “I worked so hard so you do not have to.” (Gelb & McGinn 
2019). The brothers Wayne and Paul, that will take over their father’s chili crab stall, say about this: 
 
“Our father did not really encourage us to do the same job as his. He said he is the one that does the 
hard work and he hoped that we would study hard so we would not be following him in doing this hard 
job in the kitchen. It took me 15 years before my father handed over the wok to me. Older generations 
always think that this line is too much for the youngsters, but I think we proved that we could do it.” – 
Wayne and Paul, second generation hawkers, (Gelb & McGinn 2019). 
 
 
        Image 6. A hawker preparing food at Maxwell Food Centre. 
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The younger people that are willing to take over their relatives stall or start a stall of their own sometimes 
have other plans and see different opportunities ahead, like starting a food and beverage industry (Chan 
& Lee 2014: 101). Tarulevicz (2018) mentions a term for these new generation hawkers, namely 
hawkerpreneurs, who are both hawker and entrepreneur. These hawkerpreneurs combine traditional 
ways of food preparing with new techniques, making use of the old and new craft. These new generation 
hawkers often have in common that they were successful in something else before they chose to become 
a hawker.  
An example of a hawkerpreneur is Aisha, a second generation hawker who sells putu piring. 
Putu piring is a Malay dessert made from rice flour filled with gula melaka (palm sugar) and served with 
grated coconut. The family tradition of making putu piring started with Aisha’s grandmother who sold 
them on the streets. Her grandmother transferred her skills to Aisha’s mother who started the business 
in the 1980’s. Aisha learned the craft as a young girl and was the next generation to take over. Initially 
she wanted to become a pastry chef overseas, but because the business was not doing well, she returned 
to Singapore to help run her parents’ hawker stall. She noticed that the process of making putu piring 
was exhausting and time consuming and had not changed since the business first opened in the 80’s. In 
order to keep the business going it was necessary to make the process easier. By using certain machinery 
Aisha was able to cut down the time it took to process the rice flour from ten to only two hours. While 
her parents were against it at first, she managed to convince them. She told them that the times had 
changed and that it was necessary to combine this innovation in order to continue the tradition. Now 
their business is booming and they already have five outlets. As for the future, Aisha hopes one day her 
children will work together to continue the family tradition, so putu piring can be there forever (Gelb & 
McGinn 2019). 
With a new generation of hawkers the type of food that is sold is also evolving. An employee 
from the NEA mentioned that the new generation introduces a new sort of cuisine into the hawker scene, 
like fusion food which incorporates different cuisines at once. While new types of food are introduced 
this also means the disappearance of more traditional foods, such as Richards Hokkien style ngoh hiang 
or the once famous char kway teow. Char kway teow is essentially noodles fried in pork lard flavoured 
with fish sauce and sweet black sauce and cockles. Unfortunately the frying of a plate of char kway teow 
seems to be a dying art in Singapore as its essence lies in the hands of the hawker. To make a reasonable 
plate of char kway teow you must have good frying skills as the fried noodles are the most important 
part. Reasons for its dying art is that char kway teow requires hard work and that the rewards are limited. 
It is a fairly cheap dish, so hawkers do not earn much selling it. Furthermore its essence is so simple that 
it cannot really be upgraded with better ingredients. It is also seen as a unhealthy dish using a lot of pork 
lard and eggs (Tay 2010: 94).The preparation of Nivens chicken rice might also disappear as for now 
he is the last generation.  
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“I want to retain the kind of flavour that everybody knows and I think that it is worth keeping. I would 
say that my chicken rice is still as authentic as before. My kids they are not interested in this. So I share 
the recipe with my colleagues, so that future generations can still savour the kind of flavour that my 
father started initially.” – Niven, second generation hawker, Holland Drive (Gelb & McGinn 2019). 
 
 To keep these dishes alive it is important for the hawkers to pass on their trade to the children according 
to KF Seetoh, the founder of the Makansutra food guide. It gives the possibility for the next generation 
to take the craft to the next phase.  
 
“There is a next generation of young cooks and hawkers. You have to let it evolve in order to carry on 
family traditions. You need them to preserve that skill set, that heritage, that craft. Otherwise that is 
another dish that is going to fade into the sunset” – KF Seetoh in Gelb & McGinn 2019.  
 
Baey (2013) also discusses this and mentions that we need to “recognize and respect the dedication of 
artisan hawkers. Only then will younger people be motivated an aspire to join this trade.” Also the 
hawker stalls that have been around for generations and have heritage value should be allowed to 
continue cooking their traditional dishes and receive assistance to be able to carry on their trade (Baey 
in Teo et al. 2013: 11). Alicia also thinks that the image of the hawker has to be uplifted in order for the 
younger generations to consider taking over. 
 
“I hope they take over, but I think the image of the hawker has to be uplifted. I think the rental of the 
hawker stall is too expensive. They should keep the rental cheap, so that our food stays cheap. Many 
Singaporeans who work during the day don't cook at home and they eat out. I think the food prices must 
be maintained. Instead of three dollars for noodles which we pay now it could become ten, twenty dollars 
which is too much.” – Alicia, Newton Food Centre. 
 
Institutions like the NEA attempt to improve hawker centres and promote the trade. One strategy the 
NEA has implemented is an incubation stall programme offering new hawkers to rent stalls at 50% of 
the market rent for a nine months tenure. The stalls come with pre-fitted basic equipment to lower the 
capital investment need for setting up a stall. During these nine months the aspiring hawkers will have 
the opportunity to learn the hawker trade and establish their business (NEA 2019b). 
5.2 Food Courts as the New Hawker Centres  
Singapore’s changing urban environment has affected hawker culture as well. People can now 
order their hawker food through food delivery services. This changes the dynamics between 
hawker and visitor as the relationship becomes more anonymous. Visitors can avoid standing 
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in long queues waiting for their food but can still order their favourite dishes from the comfort 
of their own home.  
The modernisation has also led to the emergence of new establishments like food courts. These food 
courts are often found in or near shopping malls. They are similar to hawker centres, because they house 
different stalls that sell a variety of foods from different cuisines. Still they have the potential to pose a 
threat for hawker centres, because they offer a modern and clean seating space with the luxury of air 
conditioning that hawker centres lack. Other differences between hawker centres and food courts are 
that the stalls at food courts are much larger than hawker stalls. Besides that, the stalls at the food courts 
are not run by family businesses, instead employees are hired by the food court management. The food 
that is sold is more commercial compared to the more traditional hawker dishes. The price of the food 
is also around 10 till 30 percent higher than in hawker centres in exchange for a more comfortable 
environment. One of the managers of a food court stall explained why she prefers food courts over 
hawker centres.  
 
“I recommend hawker centres becoming more like here, because in some hawker centres there is no air 
conditioning. So for the people eating there it is not comfortable. And the kitchen is too small, so you 
cannot keep the food fresh and clean. So I prefer it more like this. The kitchen gives enough storage 
space, so the food is fresh, the food quality is good and the food is clean. So for people, eating here it is 
very nice”. Tran, Great World City food court. 
 
According to Ah Meng, the representative of East Coast Lagoon Food Village and the Chief Executive 
of the NEA Lee Yuen Hee, hawker centres are beginning to lose their appeal for young people. They 
prefer to dine at fast food restaurant and food courts. Ah Meng says about this (Kong 2007: 163):  
 
“The younger generation, like my children, tend to prefer the more ‘modern’ eating places like food 
courts and fancy restaurants. This is inevitable, because these tend to be in shopping malls, and 
teenagers or students can go to the cinema or shops all in one place. It is more convenient than going 
all the way down to a hawker centre where it is hot, there is no air conditioning and you have to wait 
for seats.”  
 
According to Ah Meng, hawker centres have to be promoted (Kong 2007: 165). The NEA together with 
NHB, the National Arts Council and Nippon Paint Singapore have tried to promote awareness for 
hawker centres by organising the project ‘Our Hawker Centres – A Heritage & Art Project’, an initiative 
which aims to raise public awareness of the heritage and cultural value of Singapore’s hawker centres 
and the areas they are located in. The initiative has contributed to 133 wall murals and art installations 
in and around hawker centres. The art is meant to bring colour and vibrancy into the hawker centres 
while participants of the initiative have gained a better understanding of the historical and heritage value 
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of hawker centres (NEA 2015). The NEA has also organized the ‘Vibrant Hawker Centre Programme’ 
which aims to increase the vibrancy of the hawker centre community by encouraging the public to 
organise community centric activities at hawker centres. The activities can be anything like talks, 
performances or workshops. 
It is possible that hawker centres will lose terrain to upcoming franchises like food courts. Still 
it is important to note that one of the most significant differences between hawker centres and food 
courts is the lack of a certain spirit in food courts, which makes hawker centres unique. Hawker centres 
have an individual character and idiosyncratic style of food preparation, that cannot be found in food 
courts (Kong 2007: 51). So while some may prefer the comfort of the food court, for others these food 
courts lack the authenticity of hawker centres. Alicia says about his: 
 
“Food courts are so new, there is no memory. Here in Newton Hawker Centre there is a lot of good 
memory that we have.” – Alicia, Newton Food Centre. 
 
The three children of the Lee family have been brought up with hawker foods. They give their thoughts 
on the possible disappearance of hawker centres (Kong 2007: 161). 
 
Rachel the oldest argues: “I think it would 
be pretty terrible if there were no hawker 
centres in Singapore. Of course there would 
still be those, what do you call them those 
franchise places…the food courts! Whatever 
they are, some of them sell pretty terrible 
food. Hawker centres give better service and 
I think the food there tastes not only better, 
but a greater variety can be found. If all 
good food places where casual makan 
(eating) can be found were eradicated, I 
would just stay home!”  
 
Her brother Daniel agrees with her:  
“Well, I think that if there were no hawker centres in Singapore, it would be like the end of the world! 
There would be no more ‘real’ places to eat at because the restaurant would be too expensive, the coffee 
shops would not have enough space and there would not be that much variety of food!”  
 
 
 
 
Image 7. Artwork at Adam Road Food Centre. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Image .. An example of one of the wall murals of the art project 
made at Adam Road Food Centre  
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Lastly, Michael the youngest adds:  
“If there were no hawker centres, I would feel there is nothing to look forward to because there is not 
much variety at other places like coffee shops and food courts. I would miss them very much.” 
 
There is still hope for hawker centres, Minister Lim Swee Say offers a sense of optimism and hope for 
the future of hawker centres (Kong 2007: 165): 
 
“I hope our hawkers will continue to serve good and genuine local food in our hawker centres. I hope 
Singaporeans, young and old, will continue to enjoy eating in these non-airconditioned hawker centres 
for a long, long time to come. I hope my children, and their children, will continue to miss hawker food 
when they are away from Singapore. Indeed, I hope hawker centres will always have a special place in 
the lives of Singaporeans, for many more generations to come.” 
 
5.3 Hawker Culture’s Nomination for UNESCO’s List of Intangible Cultural Heritage  
The importance of hawker centres for Singaporean identity as well as the threat that hawker centres may 
disappear have convinced Singaporeans to nominate hawker culture for an inscription onto UNESCO’s 
Representative List of Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity. In August 2018 Prime Minster Lee 
Hsien Loong mentioned this nomination in his National Day Rally speech. He acknowledged the 
importance of hawker centres for the Singaporean society, calling hawker centres “community dining 
rooms that are an unique part of the country’s heritage and identity” (Zaccheus, 2018). By putting 
Singapore’s hawker culture on the list of intangible cultural heritage the Prime Minister hopes this will 
be a way of promoting the unique practice to future generations. In such an inscription to UNESCO’s 
list of intangible heritage is a way of preserving the traditional practice of hawkers while recognizing 
its changing abilities as well.  
 The choice of nominating hawker culture as Singapore’s element on UNESCO’s list of 
intangible heritage was decided after a series of public engagement effort. In a public poll by the 
National Heritage Board that attracted over 3000 respondents, ‘food heritage’ was highlighted as the 
most important aspect of Singapore’s intangible cultural heritage. During the period April till July 2018, 
several focus group meetings were held with academics, heritage experts, youths, cultural practitioners 
and members of the public. From these discussions hawker culture in Singapore emerged as the solid 
favourite to be nominated for UNESCO’s list of intangible heritage. Other practices that are included in 
Singapore’s intangible heritage inventory are ‘Chinese puppetry, ‘the making of Chinese paper 
offerings’ and ‘gamelan music’ (NHB 2019).  
Singapore hopes to achieve three goals with the nomination of hawker culture. First, they hope 
that the nomination will contribute to diverse cultures around the world and that Singapore’s cultural 
heritage will be recognised as an unique set of cultural practices by UNESCO. Second, they hope it will 
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encourage a greater appreciation for the hawkers and a greater awareness of the important role hawker 
centres play as part of Singapore’s community and neighbourhoods. Lastly, they hope the nomination 
will ensure that hawker culture will continue on in the future, so that future generations will be able to 
continue to enjoy food passed down from several generations (Our SG Heritage 2019c). 
The months following the announcement by the Prime Minister, many different organizations 
as well as the public were involved in submitting the documents needed for the nomination. The 
UNESCO nomination bid was co-driven by the NHB, the NEA and the Federation of Merchant’s 
Associations (FMAS). 
  To be added to UNESCO’s Representative list of Intangible Cultural Heritage, hawker culture 
must fulfil 5 criteria (NEA, NHB & FMAS 2019) namely: 
 
o That hawker culture can be defined as intangible heritage according to UNESCO’s 
definition. 
o That an inscription of hawker culture in Singapore will increase visibility, awareness and 
will promote future dialogue concerning intangible cultural heritage. 
o That existing and future safeguarding measures will ensure the promotion and transmission 
of hawker culture. 
o That the nomination of hawker culture has involved the widespread participation of the 
community. 
o Hawker culture should be included in Singapore’s intangible cultural heritage inventory 
 
According to the NEA, NHB and FMAS, hawker culture meets the first criterium because hawker 
culture is a reflection of Singapore’s living heritage which has been transmitted from generation to 
generation. It has evolved and adapted to the socio-economic development of Singapore, from street 
hawkers to hawkers based in hawker centres, which have now become important community spaces 
(NEA, NHB & FMAS 2019). Besides that, hawker culture has important social functions and cultural 
meanings. For one it provides a sense of identity and continuity for people in Singapore. Hawker culture 
also evokes familiar memories and reminds overseas Singaporeans of home. It also embraces people 
from all different backgrounds, maintains community interactions and fosters inclusivity. Lastly, it 
provides affordable meals to people from all different ethnic and social backgrounds while at the same 
time offering a livelihood for the hawkers (Our SG Heritage 2019c). 
 For the second criterium a potential inscription will increase visibility, awareness and dialogue 
on three different levels. At the local level an inscription will inspire local communities to discover and 
appreciate the intangible cultural heritage practices surrounding their daily life. At the national level it 
will increase the understanding of intangible cultural heritage as a living and dynamic form of heritage. 
It will also broaden the understanding of heritage beyond tangible forms. At the international level it 
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will encourage dialogue with other countries and facilitate international networking and cooperation 
(NEA, NHB & FMAS 2019).  
 As for the third criterium, Singapore has taken several measures to protect and promote hawker 
culture. Some of these safeguarding measures are: 
o Transmission. For example pairing experienced hawkers with aspiring hawkers to transmit 
recipes, culinary practices and offer mentorship. 
o Research and documentation 
o Protection by hawker associations and representatives 
 
The fourth criterium focuses on the involvement and participation of the community during the 
nomination process. During the nomination process the website oursheritage.sg was launched on which 
individuals and organisations could indicate their consent and support for the nomination. More than 
17,000 individuals from different ages and ethnic backgrounds submitted messages on the website to 
indicate their support (UNESCO 2019e: 6). Besides a website, travelling exhibitions as well as mobile 
booths were displayed at various hawker centres in different regions of Singapore to raise awareness 
and seek consent. Individuals could give their consent by submitting handwritten messages. From 
August 2018 till March 2019 over 850,000 individuals from different socio-cultural backgrounds 
supported the nomination and gave their consent (UNESCO 2019e: 5). The messages submitted by 
individuals mainly focused on the importance of hawker culture for identity, and the creation of a sense 
of community. Some examples of these messages: 
 
“Hawker centres in Singapore are part of our heritage and that means a lot to me as a sense of where 
I belong.” 
 
“Delicious, modest, quintessentially Singaporean, our National pride. For me, the modesty and 
vibrancy of the hawker scene reflect, to some extent, Singapore’s culture. And not just the multi-cultural 
aspect of it, but the character of Singapore. I am very proud of Singapore’s Hawker Culture.” 
 
“It is more than a food place, but a common intersection point where all Singaporeans meet. It embodies 
the essence of the Singapore culture - Unity in diversity. At the hawker place, differences are celebrated 
as they brought about the plethora of food options available for everyone. Now, with the rising trend of 
young hawkers bringing in their bold ideas, hawker centres become a place where one can savour the 
traditional taste and experience new possibilities.” 
 
An Instagram page was also launched named ‘sghawkerculture’, which started a weekly contest in which 
individuals could thank their favourite hawkers with the hashtag #OurHawkerCulture. Over 3000 photos 
were shared on Instagram (Our SG Heritage 2019d). 
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Hawkers themselves have also been very supportive of the nomination. Many displayed ‘Our SG 
Hawker Culture’ posters on their stalls and have encouraged their customers to pledge their support. 
Hawkers have also given their signature to show their support and consent of the nomination. These 
signatures have been included in the official documents that were submitted to UNESCO (UNESCO 
2019e: 85). Other letters of consent were added from community organisations/NGO’s, private 
organisations, overseas Singaporeans as well as from educational institutions. Some schools also asked 
their students to write a short message, write a poem, or submit artwork regarding hawker culture 
(UNESCO 2019e: 787). Furthermore, two videos were added to the submission. The NHB, NEA and 
FMAS submitted a video, that featured hawkers displaying their consent and support for the nomination. 
Another video of consent was added by several community groups that expressed their support for the 
nomination and the meaning of hawker culture for them (UNESCO 2019e: 858). 
 The last criterium is the inclusion of hawker culture in Singapore’s inventory of intangible 
cultural heritage. In 2018 the NHB launched an intangible cultural heritage inventory, with elements 
that are currently practised in multicultural Singapore, such as various forms of performing arts, 
traditional crafts and social practices in Singapore. Hawker culture was identified and included in the 
inventory as it reflects the Singaporean way of life of a multicultural society. 
After six months of creating awareness, promoting hawker culture and collecting everything 
needed for the nomination, Singapore successfully submitted its nomination to inscribe ‘Hawker Culture 
in Singapore: Community Dining and Culinary Practices in a Multicultural Context’ on the UNESCO 
Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage on 27 March 2019. The title of the submission 
was chosen as it represents the following characteristics (Our SG Heritage 2019c): 
 
o Hawker centres as community dining spaces for everyone. 
o Mastery of skills by hawkers, who are the bearers of hawker culinary practices. 
o A reflection of Singapore’s multicultural society. 
o A thriving culture in an urban environment. 
 
The process of evaluating the documents will take about two years. The documents will first be 
evaluated by panel of experts appointed by UNESCO. After that they will be assessed by UNESCO’s 
Intergovernmental Committee. The result will be announced by the end of 2020 (Our SG Heritage 
2019c). While the official submission of the nomination is completed, Singaporeans are still encouraged 
to show their support for hawker culture, by for example pledging online. 
 So what do hawkers and visitors think of the nomination and its meaning for the future of hawker 
centres? Informant Raymond has pledged his support for the nomination. He thinks it is appropriate for 
hawker culture to receive an UNESCO title, because the hawker food is sold in a controlled and sanitary 
environment. He also believes an inscription would allow hawker culture to thrive as it would attract 
more tourists as well as locals. With an inscription hawker culture will continue and will go very far. As 
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for the traditional dishes he believes some sort of agency is needed to help preserve these traditional 
dishes. Once these dishes are gone, they will never be able to be the same. Both Raymond and Alicia 
agree that an UNESCO title gives hawker culture status. 
 
Well just like the botanic gardens, it is just a crown or a title where everybody that comes is like: Ooh 
this is UNESCO. So for hawker centres when tourists come to Singapore, we can use this title as an 
attraction. We can say: Yes in Singapore you can now go to any hawker centre it is now UNESCO 
heritage. So if hawker culture is UNESCO approved, the world will know and yes, I believe the business 
will attract more tourist and locals. – Raymond, second generation hawker, Maxwell Food Centre. 
 
Alicia also thinks an UNESCO title will make hawker culture protected: 
 
“Well we will have this UNESCO recognition, it will be something protected. So if hawker food is 
UNESCO recognized then it will be something that you will want to make part of your itinerary, you 
will want to come and try for yourself. If you give the recognition then it will be protected, or you protect 
it and then it gets the recognition. I think that the two go hand in hand.” – Alicia, Newton Food Centre. 
 
 As for any changes that may happen with UNESCO’s influence, informant Umar hopes hawker culture 
will stay the same. Even though he is aware that there is a large chance that things will change. The lack 
of knowing what will happen is frightening to him. He thinks that in the future hawker centres will be 
similar to that of food courts. There will probably be air conditioning in hawker centres and the prices 
of the food will be higher. He thinks is important that the traditional dishes will continue to exist, so that 
future generations know what dishes such as satay and nasi lemak are. Sita, who frequents hawker 
centres agrees that in the future hawker centres will be airconditioned and more modernized. She also 
thinks the process of ordering food will be more automated, like instead of queuing there will be stations 
where you can order the food and it is brought to the table. According to her change is imminent: 
 
“I do think things will change. But even if things do not change our memory of how things used to be 
will make us think it has changed, because we will always remember: ‘Oh last time it tasted better.’ In 
your mind thinks of the past are always better.” – Sita, Maxwell Food Centre. 
 
Overall my informants reacted positively to hawker culture’s nomination unto UNESCO’s list of 
intangible heritage. It is possible that the lack of criticism about the nomination had something to do 
with the age of the informants. The hawkers included in this research were all second, third or fourth 
generation hawkers and the visitors I spoke to were all in the same age group. It is possible that older 
hawkers and visitors may have had more critique or expressed negative thoughts towards the 
nomination. They have experienced the developments hawker culture went through and an UNESCO 
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nomination may be an extreme change for them. By speaking in different languages like Chinese or 
having an interpreter, I probably would have been able to get more access to this age group and engage 
with them over this topic. Still it is possible that an inscription onto UNESCO’s intangible heritage list 
will have negative consequences for hawker centres. For example an influx of tourist may make hawker 
centres less authentic if they are changed to accommodate these tourists. It is also possible that UNESCO 
will impose certain rules to maintain a certain image of hawker centres to the public. All these aspects 
should be kept in mind. 
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6. Conclusion 
At the beginning of this thesis the following research question was introduced: What is the meaning of 
hawker centres in contemporary Singaporean culture? This last chapter will function as a summary in 
which the main findings of this research will be discussed that helped answer the research questions. 
 Before discussing the current setting of hawker centres it was important to discuss the history 
of hawker centres. Traditionally Singapore’s hawker food was street food. Itinerant hawkers used to 
roam the street with their goods. These hawkers were able to meet the high demand for low cost meals, 
by selling simple meals on the street to families and workers. By providing affordable food for a large 
part of the community itinerant hawkers played an important role in building the economy of Singapore. 
However this street hawking came to an end, as street hawkers were seen as a threat to the public health 
due to questionable sanitary conditions. The government decided to take hawkers out of the streets and 
to place them in central and controlled areas. Thus the hawker centres were born. 
 In contemporary Singapore, hawker centres are still able to meet the demand for affordable 
food for Singaporeans from all walks of life. Hawker centres are an important part of the everyday life 
of Singaporeans. The food represents Singapore’s multicultural society, offering Chinese, Malay, Indian 
as well as other cuisines in one central place. Over the years hawker centres have become more than just 
dining spaces, they have become social spaces where people can meet up for a meal and interact with 
each other. They have become community dining spaces or even informal gathering spaces (Chan & 
Lee 2014: 91) allowing people from different ages and different ethnic backgrounds to interact with 
each other, sharing memories and experiences. This illustrates the social function of food. By eating 
together in a communal space people connect and feel a sense of belonging.  
Through hawker centres Singaporeans feel connected to Singapore as it forms an intrinsic part 
of their identity and culture. Hawker centres allow its visitors to feel a sense belonging to their multiple 
identities. For example by having hawker stalls that specifically sell halal foods, individuals with a 
Muslim background can also enjoy hawker foods while at the same time connecting to their Singaporean 
identity. Hawker centres are thus places where Singaporeans can feel a sense of belonging through the 
shared experience of food. When overseas, Singaporeans have expressed missing their favourite hawker 
foods as it is something that reminds them of home. It is in this sense that food and hawker culture 
become intangible heritage. Here intangible heritage can be understood as practices such as traditions 
or living expressions that can be handed down from generation to generation and have significant 
cultural and historical value. Besides being part of Singapore’s collective identity, hawker culture is 
about preserving certain skills by passing them on to the next generations. Many of the hawkers included 
in this research have become hawkers because their family members were hawkers. Some of these 
hawkers even use the same preparation and recipes that their parents or grandparents used for the dishes. 
These dishes have become uniquely Singaporean dishes over the years and are something deemed 
valuable to preserve. 
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Due to several factors, hawker culture how it is known today, is beginning to change. For one, this has 
to do with the demographics of hawkers. The old generation hawkers is retiring which gives rise to 
questions on the continuity of their stalls. Younger generations prefer other jobs over the hawker trade 
and those that are willing to take over their parents’ stall bring new ideas in. These new ideas can be the 
use of modernization to speed up food preparation, or the invention of new foods like fusion-food. These 
new foods may also mean the disappearance of certain dishes if the skills of preparing these dishes are 
not passed down to the next generation. Another factor is the changing urban environment of Singapore 
which has led to the emergence of new establishments like food courts. These food courts pose a 
potential threat to hawker centres, because they are quite similar but have features such as air 
conditioning. Still for some Singaporeans food courts lack the authenticity that hawker centres have.  
In order to preserve hawker culture and the traditional dishes Singaporeans have nominated 
hawker culture for an inscription onto UNESCO’s Representative List of Intangible Cultural Heritage 
of Humanity. With this nomination Singapore hopes it will encourage a greater appreciation for hawkers 
and gain awareness of the importance of hawker culture for Singapore’s community and neighbourhood. 
They also hope this nomination will ensure that hawker culture will continue on in the future. Over 
850,000 individuals have pledged their support for the nomination and have included messages about 
why hawker culture is so important to them and deserves to be UNESCO intangible heritage. With an 
inscription onto UNESCO’s intangible heritage list, my informants argue that this will give hawker 
culture status and will help hawker culture thrive and gain more visitors. An inscription will also protect 
hawker culture as it will be recognized as intangible heritage throughout the world. With this inscription 
as well as the other factors mentioned change is bound to happen. These changes can be frightening as 
it is unclear what these changes will be exactly. Hawker cultures may become more like food courts 
with air conditioning and a cleaner dining space. It is also possible that an UNESCO nomination will 
increase tourism in hawker centres, which can be either positive by having an influx of customers but 
can also be negative if hawker centres become less authentic and too commercialised.  
At the same time these changes are part of hawker culture and are representative of the changing 
landscape of Singapore. From itinerant hawkers, to hawker centres that are changing over time, they 
still reflect Singaporean culture and Singaporean identity. The importance of a communal place that 
sells food from a variety of cuisines and allows people to connect with each other will remain intact as 
it is an intrinsic part of Singaporean identity and culture. Hopefully within two years we will know 
whether hawker culture has received the status of UNESCO intangible heritage. It would be interesting 
for future studies to research if an UNESCO inscription has influenced hawker centres positively or 
negatively. So rather than only looking back at what once was, it is time to look forward to the future of 
hawker culture and accept the changes that are yet to come. As for other future studies it would be 
interesting to see how interviewing with a translator may change the dynamics of research. Another 
suggestion for future studies is a comparison of hawker centres in Singapore with hawker stalls in other 
countries. 
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8. Appendix 
Appendix 1: Overview of key-informants 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Name informant Type  
of informant 
Generation 
of hawker 
Age group Place of interview 
Raymond Hawker Second 60-65 Maxwell Food Centre 
Benjamin Hawker Third 40-45 Maxwell Food Centre 
Cheng Hawker Second 55-60 Maxwell Food Centre 
Sita Visitor - 45-50 Maxwell Food Centre 
Ibrahim Hawker Fourth 40-45 Adam Road Food Centre 
Umar Hawker Second 35-40 Adam Road Food Centre 
Adrian Hawker Third  40-45 Newton Food Centre 
Alicia Visitor - 40-45 Newton Food Centre 
Lim Hawker First 25-30 Newton Food Centre 
Tran Food  
court manager 
- 35-50 Great World City 
